The neurological assessment of patients in vegetative and minimally conscious states.
Patients with serious central nervous system (CNS) injuries can enter a chronic state in which there is impaired awareness, but the presence of preserved basic vegetative functions. Such cases present formidable challenges to the medical practitioner in terms of clinical assessment and thus management. This paper presents the neurological approach to such patients highlighting the clinical clues that need to be sought to decide whether the patient is in a persistent vegetative or minimally conscious state (i.e., showing any responsiveness to external stimuli), or alternatively suffering from a locked-in syndrome. This neurological clinical formulation is then assimilated with other tests and assessments from a range of medical specialities, and by so doing helps confirm the clinical impression. This multidisciplinary approach is vital in the assessment of such patients and ideally should also include neurophysiological and functional imaging paradigms.